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On that day, Azusagawa Sakuta went to take passport 
photos. 


However, they were not for him, but for his sister, Kaede. 
She wanted to get a part time job, and he was there as a chaperone. 


They were in the corner for camera sales on the third floor of 
Yodobashi Camera at the north exit of Fujisawa Station. There, 
among the terminals for printing photos taken with smartphones, 
was a particularly large booth for passport photos. It was a 
convenient self-service machine that could do everything from 
photo taking to printing. Such a booth would have been easy to find 
at the train station, but Kaede had been worried about foot traffic, 
so she searched online and found this secluded alternative. 


There were only a few customers in the adjacent camera 
sales area, and no one paid any attention to them. 


"When you press the capture button, your photo will be 
taken after the countdown." The machine's voice echoed from 
behind the blackout curtain and anxiety reverberated throughout 
Kaede's body. 


"Three, two, one..." When the countdown ended, the photo 
was taken with a flash of light. "Would you like to retake your 
photo?" asked the machine a moment later. 


"Onii-chan, what should I do?" Kaede remained in the booth, 
looking up at Sakuta with a fraught expression. 


"If you don't like the photo, you can just retake it, right?" 


Kaede's unsatisfied expression remained. It seemed the result 
wasn't what she was hoping for. 


Sakuta poked his head into the booth where the photo Kaede 
had just taken was on display. 


No matter how you looked at it, her face In the photo was 
stiff and nervous. She had tried to force a natural expression, but 
that had only caused more tension in her cheeks. 


"Your face looks kinda stiff." 


It was Nodoka. She had cut in front of Sakuta and peeked 
inside. Because of that, his vision was filled entirely with her blonde 
hair. It smelled rather nice. 


"If you can retake it, why not give it another shot?" 


The actually helpful advice came from Mai, who had been 
watching over them from behind. Both she and Nodoka had decided 
to tag along for some shopping when they had heard Kaede needed 
to take a passport photo for her resume. 


"If you would like to retake the photo, please press the 
capture button," said the booth. 


"Ok, I'll try again." After informing Sakuta, Kaede reached for 
the button. 


"Try to relax, Kaede-chan," said Nodoka as she swiftly closed 
the curtain. 


Three minutes later, Kaede stared dejectedly at the freshly 
printed photo. 
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WIth her mouth turned down in a frown, Kaede stared at the 
face in the passport photo that mirrored her displeased expression. 


"Muu," groaned Kaede. 
One glance at her was enough to understand her frustration. 


"Passport photos always turn out like this, no matter who 
takes them. Besides, you'll bring your resume to the job interview, 
so you won't be rejected just because of the photo. It's only for 
identification, so don't worry." After seeing how anxious she was, 


Sakuta wanted to reassure her. 


Nodoka glowered at the photo booth. "I bet this machine 
sucks." 


"If you think so, why don't you give it a shot too, 
Toyohama?" 


"Yeah, I'll do it." 


Although he had meant it as a joke, Nodoka quickly 
disappeared behind the curtain. She skipped through the voice 
prompts, and after the countdown of "three, two, one..." there was a 
flash of light. 


Three minutes later, a sullen picture of Nodoka's face 
emerged from the photo slot. 


"You look like an idol who got caught in a scandal and had to 
retire." 


"T'm still active, and I didn't do anything!" yelled Nodoka. 


"If even Nodoka-san doesn't look good, then maybe this is 
fine for me." Kaede was seemingly content despite Nodoka's 
frustration. 


"Wait, wait, Kaede-chan! You can definitely get a cuter 
photo!" Nodoka was fired up with a strange determination. "I'm 
telling you, this machine is crap!" 


It was the same rude claim from Nodoka, but the brand-new 
photo booth appeared to be the latest model. It was likely the best 
available option for taking high-quality photos. 


"Alright, how about we ask Mai-san to try?" 


A recognizable actress known nationwide; there was no 
better model for such a photo. 


Hearing Sakuta's suggestion, Nodoka and Kaede both turned 
their hopeful gazes toward Mai. 


"Please, Onee-chan! I'll be convinced if you can take a good 
photo," said Nodoka while Kaede nodded emphatically beside her. 


Mai relented, "Fine, I'll do it." 


Mai took off her hat and glasses, then handed them to 
Sakuta. She adjusted her hair slightly and grudgingly took a seat in 
the booth. 


"Show reality to Kaede and Toyohama." 
"I'm just taking a normal photo." 
Hearing Mai's reply, Sakuta gently closed the curtain. 


Three minutes later, Mai's finished passport photo left 
Sakuta, Kaede, and Nodoka speechless. 
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The photo wasn't mediocre. No, just the opposite. 


Despite the plain blue background, the photo showcased the 
celebrity "Sakurajima Mai" in all her glory. 


Her hair cascaded elegantly, her mouth formed a slight, 
natural smile, and her bright eyes exuded both strength and 
softness. It was a photo that perfectly captured her stunning beauty. 


"This would get you hired instantly," said Sakuta. It wouldn't 
even matter what the resume said. 


"Mai-san, you're really so beautiful," murmured Kaede in 
awe. 


"Toyohama, you'd better apologize to the machine." 


"No way! I don't accept it!" 


"Quality in, quality out." 


"Don't say it!" Nodoka rejected reality in earnest. "And hey, 
why don't you try it, Sakuta!" She pointed sternly at the machine. 


"This isn't like an arcade game, you know..." Sakuta 
complained, but he obediently accepted the challenge. He could see 
that Mai and Kaede also wanted him to take a photo, so going home 
without doing so wasn't an option. 


As he went through the voice guide and prepared for the 
photo, Sakuta listened to the conversation on the other side of the 
curtain. 


"Oh yeah, what type of job are you getting, Kaede-chan?" 
asked Nodoka. 


"If they hire me, it'll be the same family restaurant that Onii- 
chan works at. A lot of people quit in March, so they said it's okay, 
even if it's only a short-term job," replied Kaede bashfully. 


"Have you contacted them yet?" asked Mai. 


"Onii-chan asked for me. And now, I have an interview with 
the manager at the restaurant next week..." That was of course the 
reason they had come to take the passport photo for her resume 
today. 


"Good luck, Kaede-chan." 
"Th-thanks, I'll do my best." 


By now, the others had lost interest in Sakuta's photo session. 
Only the voice-guide continued to mind him with its methodical 
assistance. 


"Your photo will be taken after the countdown. Three, two, 


" 


one... 


Then with a flash, the camera captured Sakuta's sleepy face 
perfectly. 
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The following Sunday, when he served juice and coffee to 
Kaede and the manager, Sakuta found himself surprised at how fast 
Kaede's interview was moving along. 


"Well, Azusagawa Kaede-san," said the manager. 
"Y-yes?" replied Kaede. 
"When can you start your shifts?" 


They were already deciding her start date. The interview 
seemed to have wrapped up in just the five minutes Sakuta had 
spent attending to customers. Thinking about it again, he recalled 
his own interview being similarly brief. 


Kaede was sitting at a window seat away from the entrance, 
which was the same seat where Sakuta had sat for his interview two 
years ago. The time had also been on a Sunday afternoon. It was an 
interview that had proceeded uneventfully amidst a restaurant 
bustling with customers. 


The manager had mainly asked two questions during the 
interview. The first was why he wanted a job, and the second was 
why this job. Then after some casual conversation, just like with 
Kaede, the manager asked "Alright, when can you start?" 


Kaede looked up at Sakuta for help as he placed the orange 
juice on the table in front of her. However, Sakuta deliberately said 
nothing, and only placed the cup of coffee in front of the manager. 


The manager hadn't asked Sakuta any questions; he had 
asked Kaede. She was the one here for the job, and he was asking 
her directly when she wanted to start. 
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After a moment of silence, Kaede realized there was no 
lifeboat coming, and she turned her gaze back to the manager 


seated across from her. 


"I, um, as I mentioned earlier...I haven't been attending 
school." 


avis "The manager nodded. 


"And, I'm nervous around unfamiliar people, so if possible, 
can I work on the same days as my brother?" Kaede spoke quickly, 
getting the words out in a single breath. 


Kaede wore a troubled expression, as if she was unsure it was 
appropriate to make such a request. But even though the concern 
was written on her face, she didn't waver or second guess her 
statement. She was conveying her true feelings to the manager she 
had just met. 


"Understood. We can arrange that," the manager replied with 
another nod. 


"Really? Is that okay?" 


"Of course. Azusagawa-kun, when was your next shift?" He 
turned to Sakuta. 


"Next Wednesday evening." 


Hearing Sakuta's answer, the manager turned his gaze back 
to Kaede. "How does next Wednesday sound?" 


"Yes, that's fine." Kaede's hands were clenched tightly in her 
lap and her face was tense. 


"Oh, but, we'll need a uniform. It would be great if we had 
one that fits somewhere..." he mused for a moment. Then, more 
casually, he asked Kaede, "Do you still have time today?" 


"Y-yes," replied Kaede, a bit startled. 
"Would you be able to try on a uniform?" 


"Oh, okay." Kaede sat bolt upright nodding quickly. 


"We can't have Azusagawa-kun in the women's changing 
room, so..." The manager glanced around the restaurant. "Oh, Koga- 
san, do you have a moment?" he waved over Tomoe as she was 
sending off a customer with a smile. 


"Yes, what is it?" Tomoe approached, looking puzzled as she 
glanced between Sakuta, the manager and Kaede. 


"Would you be able to show Kaede the women's changing 
room and help her try on a uniform?" 


"Understood." 

After she agreed, Tomoe shot a quick glance at Sakuta. 

Sakuta waited for about five minutes outside the women's 
changing room for Kaede and Tomoe. 


The sound of their conversation and movements were clearly 
audible through the door. Then suddenly, they stopped, and a 
moment later, Tomoe's voice filled the silence. 


"Senpai, are you ready?" 
"Aren't you the ones getting ready?" 


"Obviously, I mean are you mentally ready!" Tomoe's voice 
rang out with indignation, loud enough to possibly reach the main 
area of the restaurant. 


"I'm opening the door." Not waiting for Sakuta's response, a 
moment later, the door opened. 


There, dressed in a familiar waitress uniform, exuding an 
unfamiliar aura, was Kaede. 


"H-how do I look, Onii-san?" Kaede looked up at him shyly. 
"It looks like the size fits you perfectly." 


Sakuta had made an accurate comment. The skirt was neither 


too short, nor too long, the sleeves fit perfectly, and the apron was 
snug around the waist, giving a perfectly tailored appearance. 


Nevertheless, "You're crazy, Senpai," said Tomoe rudely. She 
followed with a disdainful look. 


"I think the person who calls others crazy, might be the real 
crazy one," replied Sakuta. 


"You're just calling me crazy too!" 
"Oh, you figured it out?" 


"Normally, you say something like, 'It looks good on you' or 
'You look cute'." Exasperated, she continued with her lecture. 


"Koga, it looks good on you. You look cute." 
"Don't say it to me!" 

"Isn't that what you said to say?" 

"I meant to your sister!" 


Tomoe turned her gaze to Kaede, prompting Sakuta to do the 
same. Kaede looked between them with a puzzled face; Sakuta's 
social interactions seemed to surprise her. She looked like she 
wanted to say something, but was hesitant in front of Tomoe, who 
she had just met. 


Before anything awkward was said, Sakuta decided to drive 
the conversation forward, "Koga, do you remember why we did the 
fitting? What did the manager say?" 


"To check if the uniform fits," Tomoe replied reluctantly. 
Annoyed at having to admit it, she puffed out her cheeks, "Senpai, 
you're seriously annoying. Barimuka!" 


" 


... Barimuka?" Kaede echoed back an unfamiliar word. 


"Koga's originally from Fukuoka and tries to hide it. I'm sure 
her friends already know, but try to keep it a secret for her, okay?" 


"Um, okay." 


"Senpai, you're seriously annoying," said Tomoe, still trying 
hard to keep another "Barimuka" from escaping. 


"Well, anyway..." began Sakuta. 


"What do you mean 'anyway'?" snapped Tomoe, not wanting 
him to let him off the hook. 


Ignoring her, Sakuta continued. "It's just until the end of 
Golden Week, but starting Wednesday, Kaede will be joining the 
shifts. So, help her out, okay?" 


"Yeah, no problem." Tomoe looked up at Kaede. The ten- 
centimeter height difference was noticeable. 


"I'm Koga Tomoe, nice to meet you." 


"N-nice to meet you. I'm Azusagawa Kaede. Looking forward 
to working with you." 


"Great, let's tell the manager the uniform worked out," said 
Sakuta. 


"Ah, wait, Onii-chan." 

"Hm?" 

"Um... it's not weird right?" 

"What do you mean?" 

"I'm talking about the uniform." 

"I told you the size was perfect right?" 


"That's not what I mean... It doesn't have to look amazing on 
me, but I just don't want it to look terrible either." 


"Well, I'd say it looks pretty normal." 


"If it's normal, then ok." 


With that, Kaede seemed a bit relieved and she returned to 
the women's changing room. 


Remaining behind, Tomoe looked at Sakuta. 


Though her expression said it all, she felt compelled to put it 
into words. "Senpai, you treat your sister really nice, huh." Then, 
after a pause, "Interesting," she hummed. 


Before anything more unnecessary was said, it was best to 
make a quick exit. "I'm going to go tell the manager now." 


Saying that, Sakuta made a quick exit. 
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The following weeks after Kaede started her job flew by ina 
flash without any major issues. By the time the calendar had gone 
from April to May, Sakuta had settled into his routine as a third- 
year high school student, and he no longer found himself 
mistakenly heading to the second-year classroom. 


Kaede too, had gradually become accustomed to her online 
high school classes, and over the past month, she had established a 
unique lifestyle of shuttling between their home in Fujisawa and 
their parent's home in Yokohama. 


She was also getting better at her job, and was now able to 
do all the fundamentals of customer service. On this particular day, 
as Sakuta was cleaning the forks and knives, Tomoe's voice called 
out, "Order pending at table three." 


"Oh, I got it, Tomoe-san," Kaede volunteered promptly. 


"Thanks, Kaede-chan. Much appreciated." Tomoe headed to 
table three where a college-age looking couple was seated. 


Holding the ordering pad, Kaede made eye contact with the 
customers, and confidently asked, "May I take your order?" 


Sakuta was impressed by just how far she had come in such a 
short amount of time. On the first day she started, she had been so 
nervous that her anxiety was almost palpable to the customers. 


"Kaede-chan seems to have gotten the hang of it," said 
Yuuma, coming up to Sakuta and looking rather pleased. 


"It's thanks to you and Koga's support." 


When Sakuta had been occupied, the two of them would 
always provide Kaede swift assistance. If she broke a dish, Yuuma 
would rush over to help clean up. If she entered an order wrong, 
Tomoe would quickly correct it. 


"It was certainly you who had the biggest impact, Sakuta," 
said Yuuma, his tone slightly teasing and playful. 


Sakuta ignored his remark as Yuuma joined him to clean the 
forks. 


From Sakuta's perspective, he hadn't given Kaede any special 
treatment. He had treated her the same way he always did--that's all 
it was. 


As Sakuta quietly polished the forks, Tomoe called out to 
them with her hands full, carrying a sizzling hamburger platter. 
"Senpai, new customers!" 


Yuuma had just finished putting away a polished fork. "I got 
it," he said as he headed towards the entrance. "Welcome to 
Benny's. Oh, you guys." 


The four boys who had just walked in wore brand-new 
Minegahara High School uniforms. Based on Yuuma's reaction, it 
was clear they were Ist year students in the basketball club. They 
greeted Yuuma with smiles, and despite only having recently joined 
the school, it seemed Yuuma had already earned their admiration. 


Yuuma led the four cheerful boys to a booth, as another 
customer arrived. With Yuuma, Tomoe, and Kaede all busy, Sakuta 
stopped polishing the forks and went to greet the arriving customer. 


"Welcome to Benny's... Oh, it's you, Futaba." 


Futaba's hair was up. She had on glasses and was dressed in 
casual clothes. 


"My parents are out today, so I thought I'd go out to eat," she 
explained. Sakuta hadn't asked, so it was almost as if she was trying 
to give an excuse. "Are you going to seat me?" 


"Wouldn't you prefer Kunimi?" he teased. 


"Yes, go switch," she replied with an undisturbed calm. 
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Seeing Sakuta's shock, Rio quickly changed her answer. "I'm 
joking. You'll do just fine." 


"Not the kind of joke I'd have expected from you, Futaba." 
Perhaps she was finally at ease enough with her feelings for Yuuma 
to joke about it. 


"Well, you asked for it." 


"Allow me to show you to your seat." Sakuta produced a wry 
smile and led Rio to a table a little away from the group of four 
boys. "Is this seat fine with you?" 


Rio had already taken her seat. "Yeah." 

"Okay, when you've decided your order..." 

"Can I order now?" 

"It'll be better if I send Kunimi over to take your order." 
"It'll be easier if I order from you, Azusagawa." 

"Huh, I must be a better waiter than I thought." 


sii: " Sakuta's cheeky remarks did not elicit any response 
from Rio. Her attention remained only on her open menu. 


"I doubt Kunimi would care about what you eat or how many 
calories you consume." 


Sakuta's eyes wandered over to where Yuuma was busy 
taking the orders of the four boys. His eyes landed on one boy who 
stood out from the others by at least a full head in height. He 
towered over them, and was probably even taller than Yuuma. 


Noticing Sakuta's gaze, the tall boy glanced over briefly 
before quickly averting his eyes, a flicker of nervousness betraying 
his imposing stature. He seemed more timid than his height would 
suggest. 


"Kunimi might not care, but I do." 


"Yeah, I figured." Sakuta returned his gaze back to Rio, who 
seemed to be torn between ordering the beef stew or the rice 
omelet. "By the way, if you get the beef stew with a smaller portion 
of rice, it's about the same calories as the rice omelet. 


Rio slowly raised her head from the menu, and cast a slight 
glare his way for reasons he didn't understand. 


"Then I'll have the beef stew with a small portion of rice. And 
a salad." 


Sakuta keyed in the order on his device and confirmed it 
went through successfully; the order slip should be printed out in 
the kitchen. 


"Alright, your order will be ready soon." 


As Sakuta was about to step away from Rio's table, he heard 
Kaede's voice from two tables away. "May I take your order?" 


Kaede's customers were a woman in her forties and her 
middle school-aged daughter. The daughter was wearing a uniform 
Sakuta knew-it was from the same middle school Kaede had 
attended up until March, where she would go to the nurse's office. 


Kaede's gaze lingered on the girl's uniform, but it was only 
for a moment. As if it was nothing more than a curiosity-an 
acknowledgment. Then, with a smile, she asked and confirmed their 
order, "One meat spaghetti, correct?" 


Rio watched the interaction from her table, "Looks like she's 
gotten good at the job." 


"She's adjusting well to high school too. She seems to be 
enjoying herself every day." 


"That's great, Azusagawa." 


"Yeah." It was embarrassing to put it into words properly, so 
Sakuta responded with a vague 


smile. "Well, enjoy your meal." 


Sakuta hurried off to the register where a customer was 
waiting to pay. 
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Sakuta reflected on the past month and realized how quickly 
time had flown by. It was the last day of Golden Week, and Kaede's 
short-term job had already come to an end. 


That night, after finishing his shift, Sakuta left the restaurant 
at around 9:20 PM. Normally, he would have quickly changed and 
been out by 9:05, and even with Kaede accompanying him this past 
month, they were usually out by 9:10 with a "Good job today" to 
the staff. However, tonight they had stayed longer because Kaede 
wanted to thank the manager for her time there. The manager had 
said something along the lines of, "I wish you could stay on," 
leading to a conversation that took longer than expected. 


When they reached their apartment, a sudden thought 
occurred to Kaede, "I hope I didn't cause any trouble for the 
manager." 


"You could have stayed on if you wanted to," Sakuta said. By 
the end, Kaede had grown comfortable with being a waitress and 
had even become friendly with Koga and Yuuma. 


"It's just... doing it permanently... I don't have enough 
confidence for that." 


"I see." The short time frame must have been a motivator for 
her. 


"If I stay, I wouldn't always get shifts with you." 


"Yeah, probably." Indeed, it would complicate things if they 
always had to work as a pair. 


"That's why, once I feel more confident, I want to do it 
myself." Kaede nodded to affirm her own words, as if solidifying her 
resolve. 


Sakuta said nothing, feeling that her approach was perfectly 
fine. 


Their conversation paused as they crossed the bridge over 
the Sakai River. Entering the residential area beyond, the foot 
traffic dwindled, and the noise of cars faded into an abrupt 
tranquility. 


As if waiting for that moment, Kaede called out, "Onii-chan." 
"Hmm?" 
They proceeded up the hill. 


"There's something I want to ask." Her tone was more serious 
than before. 


"I'm strapped for cash this month, so I can't lend you 
anything." 


"I'm not asking for that." Kaede shot him an annoyed look. 
"Alright, what is it?" 
"What does Mai-san like?" 


It was a simple question, but it caught Sakuta a little off 
guard. 


"Me, of course." 
"I'm being serious here." 
"So am I." 


He wasn't wrong. Sakuta was dating Mai, and to him, Mai 
was his beloved girlfriend. He was confident that he was her 
beloved boyfriend as well. It would be odd if that wasn't the case. 


"Fine, well what does Nodoka-san like?" 
"Mai-san, of course." 
"Hey, I'm being serious here!" 


"Hey, so am I. Just look at Toyohama's profile. Under her 


likes it says, 'Sakurajima Mai’'." 


Sakuta didn't believe it when he had first seen it, and was 
surprised that her agency even allowed her to make such a profile. 


"I know, but that's not what I mean." Kaede's lips formed a 
slight pout. 


"Why do you suddenly want to know what they like?" 
"They've just always been so kind to me." 

"And?" 

"I wanted to show my thanks when I get my paycheck." 
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It was such an honest reason, that Sakuta had no response, 
and at the same time, he felt a deep sense of understanding. Kaede 
had reached an age where she naturally thought about such things. 


Deciding to attend an online high school, starting a new life 
in April, and expressing a desire to work... Kaede had grown so 
much more than Sakuta had realized. 

"Maybe something rabbit-themed for Mai-san? 


"What about Nodoka-san?" 


"Something lion-themed?" If Sakuta was being honest, he 
didn't know much about Nodoka's likes aside from 'Sakurajima Mai. 


"What do you mean by something?" 
"By something I mean anything, I guess." 


"What does that even mean?" Kaede looked at him with a 
sulky expression. 


"Whatever you get, I'm sure they'll love it. Both Mai-san and 
Nodoka." 


This outcome seemed indisputable to Sakuta. Moreover, Mai 
would probably realize Kaede had been working just to get her a 
gift. Even Nodoka might notice something like that. 


"There's no point if I choose something weird and make them 
uncomfortable." 


She was getting a bit cheeky. It seemed Kaede had been 
putting a lot of thought into this. 


"Well, it's the thought that counts, right?" 
"Obviously!" 
Sakuta's sage advice was promptly cut down. 


Today was May 6th, and payday was just around the corner. 


ro) 


May 9th, a Saturday. 


After having lunch at home, Sakuta headed out to buy 
groceries. But before going to the supermarket, he had to make a 
detour to the ATM-or rather, he was forced to. 


"Onii-chan, which way do I insert the bankbook?" 
"You have it the right way." 


Payday was technically on the 10th of every month, but if 
that fell on a weekend, the money would be deposited the day 
before. So, for this month, payday was effectively the 8th, marking 
Kaede's first paycheck. She used her new bankbook, which she had 
opened with an initial deposit of just 1,000 yen, at the ATM. The 
machine whirred as it processed, and when the sounds stopped, it 
promptly returned Kaede's bankbook. 


Kaede hesitated as she took the bankbook from the machine. 
Her eyes naturally scanned the page looking for any numbers that 
had not been there before. 
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Kaede stared at the bankbook in silence. Her reaction made it 
clear that her paycheck had been deposited. Then, as she looked, a 
smile slowly spread across her face. 


"Did they deposit a fortune or something?" 
"It's way more than I expected." 


The deposit was for her work in April, covering about three 
weeks of part-time shifts. She worked roughly three shifts a week, 
and four to five hours each. For Kaede, who had just entered high 
school, this was probably the largest amount of money she had ever 
received at once. In addition, she had earned it herself through hard 
work, so it was no wonder she was grinning from ear to ear. 


Sakuta remembered how he had felt the same way when he 
had first started working. He always used to look forward to 
checking his bankbook on payday. 


Sakuta finished updating his bankbook while reminiscing and 
left the ATM area. 


"Onii-chan, how much did you get paid?" 
"Here." Sakuta handed Kaede his bankbook. 


"What? You have this much!?" It wasn't his paycheck, but his 
account balance that surprised her. 


"I just work hard every month I guess." 


There had been some unexpected expenses in the past year, 
like trips to Ogaki and Kanazawa, But those trips had other 
rewards, so it was worth it. 


"Still, it's not enough for college tuition," he added. 
"Really?" 


"If I keep saving at this rate, I can cover about a year's worth 
of tuition." 


He knew he would have to find a way to cover the tuition for 
the subsequent years. Of course, Sakuta's parents could help if he 
asked, but he didn't want to burden them, especially since they 
were still living in company housing. 


"I'd better start looking for a higher-paying job I guess," said 
Sakuta. 


"What kind of job?" 
"Hmm..." Sakuta pretended to ponder the question. He let his 
eyes wander, and they fell upon a sign for cram school. "The pay for 


cram school teachers seems pretty good." 


"Hey, that's a great idea." 


Sakuta expected a skeptical look and a sarcastic "You?" but 
instead, Kaede seemed genuinely supportive. 


"It probably doesn't suit me." 
"No way, I think you're a great teacher." 


"You think so?" Sakuta had been helping Kaede with her 
studies, but he didn't realize it was so well-regarded. 


Sakuta looked at Kaede. She averted her gaze, then added, 
"Not as good as Mai-san or Nodoka-san, though." 


"Mai-san is one thing, but losing to Toyohama hurts." 
"Well, it's because of the subjects..." 


Sakuta had been helping her with math and science, while 
Nodoka had focused on English. 


"I'm not exactly good at math." She added a Kaede-like 
explanation. "Anyway, I think it's a good idea." 


"Well, that's only if I get into college though," said Sakuta, as 
he began walking to the supermarket. They had gone out to buy 
groceries, after all. 


"Oh, Onii-chan," said Kaede suddenly. "I need to go because I 
have plans." She had stopped at the fork between the supermarket 
and station. 


"Plans?" 


"With Komi-chan, at the station," she explained. "Komi-chan" 
was referring to Kano Kotomi, Kaede's childhood friend. 


"What are you two up to today?" 


"We're just going out for a bit." She gave him a look that said 
she wasn't going to explain further. Then as if to change the subject, 
she added, "Oh, also, I'm not coming home tonight." 


"You should really go easy on the nightclubs." 
"I meant I'm staying at Mom and Dad's house." 
"I know." 


Since the start of spring, Kaede had been living between two 
homes. Thanks to her flexible schedule at the correspondence high 
school, she could manage this dual lifestyle-a situation Sakuta 
found a bit enviable. 


"T'll be back on Tuesday," 


With those words, Kaede vanished into the crowded station. 
Her steps were confident, free from the fear she once felt when 
around people. 


"You've gotten strong, haven't you Kaede," muttered Sakuta. 


Heading towards the supermarket, he mentally repeated his 
shopping list: potatoes, carrots, pork belly... 
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It was the middle of the week on Wednesday morning. After 
Nasuno woke up Sakuta by stepping on his face, Sakuta began 
getting ready for school. 


"Alright, I'm heading out," he said to Kaede who had just 
returned home the day before. 


Kaede looked sleepy, so without waiting for a reply, Sakuta 
grabbed his keys and headed to the door. 


"Onii-chan, wait a second," Kaede called out to him, still in 
her pajamas. 


"Hm?" 
"Here, this is for you." 


Kaede handed him a small, simple white package with "Egara 
Tenjin Shrine" written on it. 


"What's this?" 
"Just open it." 


Sakuta unfolded the small package and let its contents fall 
into the palm of his hand. It was a small navy blue charm with the 
kanji characters goukaku embroidered on it. 


"What is this?" 


"Hey, you know what it is," Kaede pouted, her displeasure 
evident. 


"Yeah, I guess it's obvious." 


It was a good luck charm for passing college entrance exams. 
Egaraten Shrine was well-known for enshrining Sugawara no 
Michizane, a deity of scholarship - the perfect ally for any college 


aspiring student. 


The shrine was located just past Tsurugaoka Hachimangii in 
Kamakura. Kaede must have gone all the way there to get it for him 
on Saturday, likely accompanied by her friend Komi. 


"If you don't want it, give it back," she huffed, reaching for 
the charm. 


Sakuta swiftly dodged. "This gets me one step closer to 
passing," he said, as he began to tie the charm to his bag. 


"You still need to study to pass, you know." 


"By the way, what did you get Mai-san and Toyohama?" 
Sakuta ignored Kaede's salient point and focused on what he was 
curious about. He figured she had probably already bought them 
something with her paycheck as well. 


"Nodoka-san is also studying for the college entrance exams, 
so I got her the same charm in a different color." Kaede held up two 
more white packages identical to the one she had given Sakuta. She 
probably intended to deliver them a bit later. 


"I wish you had gotten matching charms for me and Mai-san 
instead." 


"Well yeah, but she's not even taking the exams." 
"She's already been accepted." 


"That's why I thought about getting something related to her 
career, like a charm for the arts, but then I figured it might be too 
much if her work increased even more," 


"I know, right?" 


Mai was excelling in her studies, had a thriving career at the 
forefront of the entertainment industry, and, with Sakuta by her 
side, her love life was also flourishing. With such a fulfilled life, 
even the gods might be puzzled about how to further assist her. 


"So, I ended up getting her a charm for good health... Is that 
weird?" she asked anxiously. 


"I think that's great. Mai-san is always so busy. I'm worried 
she might collapse one day." 


"Yeah, you're right. I'm glad." Kaede released her anxiety 
with a sigh. 


"Well alright then, I'm off to school." 
"Ah, okay. Take care." 


Kaede's voice reached Sakuta as he headed for the door. As 
he left he could feel a strong gaze on his back. Or rather, toward his 
bag. Kaede was likely looking with a sense of satisfaction at the 
dangling charm he had just tied to it. 


Sakuta was curious about the expression on her face, but he 
resisted the urge to turn around and continued toward the elevator 
- his train would be arriving soon. 


Sakuta rode the elevator to the first floor, and checked that 
the charm was still dangling from his bag. 


Giving a charm as a gift was a thoughtful and understated 
choice, and Sakuta thought it typical of Kaede. For someone like 
her, who had made it this far with the help and kindness of others, 
it suited her perfectly. 


As he walked through the entrance, Sakuta habitually 
glanced at the mailbox. He expected it to be empty, as it usually 
was around this time of day, but today was different; there was 
something there. 


Curious, he opened the mailbox and found a sky blue 
Western-style envelope. It must have been delivered after he had 
already returned home from school the day before. 


The envelope was addressed to "Azusagawa Sakuta," in a 
handwriting that Sakuta recognized. Turning it over, he saw the 
sender's name was just as he had expected: "Makinohara Shouko." 


It was a beautiful spring day. While he headed to the station, 
Sakuta carefully peeled open the sealed envelope, and took out a 
neatly folded pale blue letter. 


Dear Sakuta-san, how are you? 
It's been a month since you entered your 
senior year. Have you gotten used to your new 
class? I've made friends at my new middle 
school, and I'm gradually getting used to life in 
Okinawa. It's still spring there right? Here, it 
already feels like summer. Short sleeves every 
day. | know it's tough, but do your best 
studying for the entrance exams. I'm rooting 
for you! 


A photograph was attached to the letter. Shoko, in a short- 
sleeved shirt, was smiling against the backdrop of the blue sea and 
sky. A truly happy smile. 


"It really does look like summer," remarked Sakuta. 
Here, the spring breeze still blew gently. 


He decided he would write back to Shoko and tell her about 
it. 


With that thought, Sakuta hurried to the station. His steps 
felt lighter than usual. 


Afterword 


Thank you for coming [to see the movie]. 


-- Kamoshida Hajime 


